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ASYLUMS AND ARTISTS 
O. SOMASUNDARAM 
ABSTRACT 
Relationship between genius and mental illness has always been an issue of interest and 
controversy. Creative people in arts have been more prone to mental illness as compared to the 
men of science. Asylums of yesteryears in England, France and Spain have had eminent artists 
such ac Hogarth, Dadd, Van Gough and Goya either as residents or as records of the scenes in 
those hospitals. These relationships, the paintings of the places and the artists are discussed. 
Key words : Mentall illness, asylums and creative persons 
Asylums are reminders of a bygone past 
and they are fast fading from the horizon in the 
western countries. In this scenario it might appear 
paradoxical to write about them in a nostalgic 
manner. The asylums of yesteryears have 
housed in them, famous and the notorious. 
Artists who were creative, are the interest to 
psychiatrists, psychologists, anthropologists and 
sociologists, as creative, genius and madness 
appear to be related in some way and is of 
abiding interest to those who are students of the 
mind and behaviour. The interest is discussed 
by Post (1994) and Ludwig (1996). They have 
noted a marked relationship between mental 
illness and creativity especially among painters 
and novelists. The prevalence of mental illness 
is higher in geniuses who were proficient in arts 
rather than science. This is evident from the 
number of artists who were residents of the 
asylums of yesteryears. These artists were also 
productive in spite of their illness and created 
works of art even when they were inmates of 
the asylums. 
This paper proposes to illustrate some of 
the famous artists who were painters. This paper 
also will include the works of the artists who were 
not residents but painted some scenes of the 
life in the asylums of their times. 
Bethlem Hogarth and Dadd (Gazette 1969-71) 
This famous British asylum was founded 
in London in 1247, and it had celebrated it's 750th 
anniversary recently (Porter,1987) It has 
changed it's location many times in it's long and 
chequered career. It moved to Moorfields in 
1670, after it was destroyed in the great fire of 
London in 1666, and remained there for a period 
of 150 years. For several hundred years. 
Bethlem was one of the leading centres of 
entertainment on par with the other places of 
pleasure, for the elite and the commons of Great 
Britain It was referred to in the contemporary 
writings of many people in letters, plays and as 
articles in journals. According to the Gazettes of 
Maudsley many famous people had visited 
"BEDLAM" as it was commonly known. Amongst 
the famous were, Sir Thomas More, Samuel 
Pepys, Jonathan Swift. John Wesley Samuel 
Johnson, and James Boswell. 
To quote Swift "On 9
t
h December, 1710 
(we) set out at 10 o'clock to the tower and for 
the lions; then to Bethlem; then dined at the 
chophouse behind the exchange; and concluded 
the night at the puppet show". 
The most vivid description is from Ned 
Ward in the London Spy, 1699, which deserves 
to be quoted in full. "Thus we prattled away. In 
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time we came in sight of a nobel pile of 
building, which gave my friend the occasion of 
asking me my thoughts on this edifice. I told him 
I thought it to be the Lord Mayor's palace for I 
could not imagine so stately a structure could 
be designed for any quality inferior. He smiled 
at my conjecture and informed me this was 
Bedlam, a hospital for mad folk. Accordingly we 
were admitted through an iron gate with in which 
sat a brawny cerebrus of an indigo colour 
being upon a money box. We turned in through 
another iron barricade where we heard such a 
rattling of chains, drumming of doors, ranting, 
halloaing, singing, and rattling, that I coutd think 
of nothing but whose the damned broke loose. 
The Whimsy-headed wretch of this family that 
we observed was merry fellow in a straw cap, 
who was saying to himself that he had an 
army of eagles at this command. The next 
unhappy object among this scatter brained 
fraternity was a scholar of St. Johns College in 
Cambridge who was possessed with melancholy, 
but was very inoffensive, and had the liberty of 
the gallery. He was a very musical man, which 
is thought to be one great occasion to his 
distemper. 
Another was holding forth with us, much 
vehemence against the kingly government, as 
a brother of the commonwealth doctrinaires 
against the plurality of livings, I told him that he 
deserved to be hanged for talking. Now says he 
"You're a fool, we madmen have as much 
privilege of speaking our .minds within these 
walls, as an ignorant dictator, when he spews 
out to the whole paish. Prithee come and live 
here, and you may talk what you will and nobody 
will call you in question for it. Truth is prosecuted 
everywhere abroad and flies hither for sanctuary. 
I can use her as I please and that's more than 
you dare do. I can tell great men such bald truths 
as they don't leve to hear, without the danger, of 
whipping posts and you can't do" 
Having well tired of ourselves with the 
frantic humors and rambling ejaculations of mad 
. folk, we took a turn to make some remarks upon 
the looseness of the spectators, amongst whom 
we observed abundance of intriguing mistresses, 
we found were to be had of all ranks, qualities, 
colors, prices and sizes, from the velvet scarf to 
the Scottish plaid petticoat. Every fresh corner 
was soon engaged in amour; though they came 
in singles, they went out in pairs. All that I can 
say of Bedlam is this, "it's almshouse of 
madmen, a showing room for harlots, a sure 
market for lechers, a dry walk for loiterers". 
This is the picture of Ned Ward of Bethlem 
of the 18th century, the painting of the same, 
around that time was made by a great artist, 
William Hogarth (1697-1764). In the great 
enlinghtenrnent period of the English history he 
made satirical drawings of his contemporaries. 
Ignorance, squalor, alcoholism, disease and-
death was rampant (George, 1925). Cheap gin 
was drunk in plenty irrespective of age, sex and 
wealth and ruined the life of the average man. 
When the parliament passed the "temperance 
act" making gin dearer, the mob took to the 
streets crying "no gin, no king". Hogarth forcibly 
brought the sight of the plight of humanity tn a 
scene depicted in the "gin iane!". He commented 
on the prevailing sad states on the painting such 
as "the Rake's progress, the marriage and the 
Harlot's progress". The Rake's progress traces 
an young nitwit's fall from wealth to debauchery, 
debt and insanity. The Rake removed from prison 
after trying to commit suicide lies naked on the 
straw. While two fashionable ladies look on 
curiously, the woman Rake well discarded, still 
faithful, kneels beside him. 
Inmates are depicted conceiving 
themselves as a tailor, the Pope, a poet, 
musician, astronomer and king. The man 
drawing lines on the wall is an allusion to a 
proposed method of discovering longitude by 
firing bombs. 
The other picture depicts another scene 
from the madhouse. Hogarth's study of the 
inmates show their delusive state of mind and 
reveals the painter's keen sense of observation 
and depth of expression. These type of studies 
were the forerunner of the pictorial classification 
of insanity 
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William Hogarth 
The Rake's progress to Bedlam 
Bethlem Hospital, Moorfields 
%<* m^mm'^t ok mm** r*mm pnur 
135 
The Mad House O. SOMASUNDARAM 
Bethlem at Lambeth 
Richard Dadd 
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Richard Dadd (1815-1886) Gazette, Spring 71 
The gifted artist Richard Dadd was 
committed to Bethtem at the age of 27 in 1847, 
by the order of the Home Secretary He had after 
several months of unpredictable, suspicious and 
withdrawn behaviour, stabbed his father to death. 
He then fled to France with an avowed intention 
of assassinating the Emperor of Austria. While 
in France he assaulted a stranger, almost killing 
him for which crime he was sentenced to an 
year's imprisonment. When in Rome he had a 
sudden impulse to assault the Pope but calmed 
himself and fortunately no violence occurred. He 
remained in Bethlem until 1864 when he was 
transferred to the newly opened Broadmoor 
where he died in 1896 at the age of 67. For some 
years after his admission, he was considered a 
violent and a dangerous patient, for he would 
jump and strike a violent blow without any 
aggravation, and then beg pardon for the deed; 
this arose from a vague idea that filled his mind 
and continued to do so to a certain extent that 
certain spirits have the power of possessing a 
man's body, compel him to adopt a particular 
pose whether he wills or not. He was very 
eccentric and had- not been influenced by virtue 
other men who pride themselves in possessing. 
He is a sensual being, a thorough animal. He 
will gorge himself with food till he actually vomits 
and then again return to the meals 
Firth, another famous painter has this to 
say about Dadd's talents; "He had talents which 
wpuld assuredly placed him high in the first rank 
of painters had not a terrible affliction darkened 
one of the noblest natures and brightest minds 
that ever existed" Bethlem archives contains 
eleven drawings of which our illustration is one 
of the most interesting. He painted OBERON 
AND TITANIA when he was at Bethlem. 
Salpetrier (Gautier & Flury) (Garrison Spring 71) 
The famous Paris hospital for the care of 
mentally ill females has a shorter history than 
Bethlem but it's history is more chequered. It 
was founded by Louis XIV during his long regime 
lasting from 1643 to 1715. 
It was originally the Royal gun powder 
factory (hence the name Salpetriere) but as a 
result of frequent accidental explosions, it was 
converted to an asylum by Louis XIV when he 
decided to clear the streets of Paris of an 
estimated 14,000 beggars. By the time of French 
revolution it had become a hospital for the insane 
and achieved notoriety at that time because of 
the incarceration of political prisoners. An early 
example of a corrupt use of psychiatry by the 
State as quoted by Zilboorg (1941) Esquirol 
writes "I have seen them naked or covered with 
rags and protected only by straw from the cold 
damp pavement upon which they were lying. I 
have seen them coarsely fed deprived of fresh 
air or water to quench therr thirst and of the most 
necessary things for life. I have seen them 
delivered and abandoned to the brutal 
supervision of variable jailers. I have seen them 
in squaiid, stinking little hovels, without air or 
light, chained in caves where wild beasts would 
not have been confined". 
Such were the conditions in which the 
mentally ill were housed in France at Pinel's time 
when he liberated the insane from the chains in 
Bicetre and Salpetriere hospital. The famous 
painting by Flury decorates the hospital from 
1878. The controversial nature of this episode 
has been recently discussed by the author 
(Sornasundaram,1999). 
The Salpetriere physician Gachet working 
on his new theory of behaviourism, 
commissioned the painter Armend Gautier to 
produdce artistic studies of the gestures, 
attitudes, unusual expression and dramatic 
motions of some of the insane patients The 
result is the picture, "Mad women in the 
Salpetriere". This picture shows 8 women within 
the walls of the hospital grounds suffering from 
various mental conditions and appears to add 
yet again new dimensions to the illustration of 
insanity. The artist appears in this engraving to 
arrest the motion and gestures of each patients, 
two of them in straight jackets They represent 
dementia (madness), megalomania (lunacy) 
mental derangement (mania) melancholic idiocy 
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(imbecility) and hallucination. 
St. Paul's Asylum S. France and Vincent Van 
Gogh (Pelosi Summer 1988) 
This asylum has been built into a 13th 
century Augustmian monastery and there are still 
well kept cloisters and Romanesque chapel set 
in its garden There is a bust of Van Gogh 
commemorating his admission from May 1889 
to May 1890 This hospital is situated on the edge 
of the market town of St Remy 
Vincent Van Gogh (1853-1890) is one of 
the most famous painters of the modern art yet 
during his life time he received no recognition 
and sold only one painting. He failed in every 
career he attempted and felt unloved and 
friendless He turned to arts to express strong 
religious feelings and his deep need for love and 
respect During his last five years of his life he 
completed nearly 800 pictures, when in Aries in 
one of his psychotic experiences he cut off his 
right ear packed it carefully and presented it to a 
prostitute in lieu of cash. On another occasion 
he assaulted a famous and a contemporary 
painter Paul Gauguin who was staying with him 
at that time He became the butt of the pranks 
of the local children and when he retaliated by 
throwing the furniture down on them, the people 
of the town petitioned to the mayor to remove 
this dangerous lunatic to the asylum and hence 
was taken to the local jail. 
At the suggestion of the local physician, 
he entered St Paul's asylum as a voluntary 
patient, taking a third class bed. The physician 
Dr Peyron established a good rapport with him 
and he was advised twice weekly BATHS. Van 
Gogh was not happy with the hospital after 
staying for a few months The food was not very 
good and there were cockroaches in the soup. 
In a letter to his brother Theophile, who was 
paying the bills for him, Van Gogh writes "only a 
few more months and I shall be so flabby and 
stupid that a change will probably do me good. I 
am of Jhe opinion that one must not spare the 
feelings of the people of this establishment 
anymore than of the proprietors of a hotel We 
have rented a room from them for so long and 
they get well paid for what they give ana that i: 
ali there is to it. Not to mention that perhap-
they would like nothing better than for the thin< 
to become chronic and we should be culpar>; 
stupid to give in to that. Tney enqune a grea 
deal too much to my liking about what not onh 
but also what you earn So give them the go b\ 
without quarreling'' About the effects o 
establishment he says "cooping all this lunatics 
in this old cloister becomes, I think, dangerous 
thing, in which you risk losing the little good sense 
you may still have kept. What would be infinitely 
worse would be then to let slip into the same 
condition as my companions in misfortune, whc 
do nothing all day, week, month, years. I have 
told many times and have also repeated to M. 
Salles urging him strongly never to recommend 
this asylum" The anger of an unrecovered 
patient against the hospital and its authorities i=> 
understandable and if Van Gogh were to relive 
his stay in our modern private asylum today, we 
can be sure that he will rewrite his letters 
Later he left St. Paul and went to Auvers-
sur-oise where he was supervised by Dr Gachet, a 
physician with a knowledge of psychiatry and great 
interest in modern art. He even organised an 
exhibition of Van Gogh's painting and considered 
him a genius In his last illness he shot himself in 
the stomach and died 36 hours later. "My own work 
I'm risking my life for it and my reason has halt-
floundered because of if. Van Gogh 
The Madrid Asylum and Goya : (Bradshaw 
and Pelosi 1988) 
Francisco Goya (1746-1828), the Spanish 
painter was a fore runner of the impressionest 
movement of the late Eighteen hundreds. He 
had repeated attacks of mental illness and 
physical illness that affected his later life and 
work. During his early life, Goya had been an 
outgoing, sensitive and highly productive non-
schizoid and non-depressive person As he grew 
older a new Goya emerged, Goya the humane 
and bitter observer, scourging and despairing 
delineator of vice and cruelty whose pictures of 
nightmare explored the most desperate realities 
(John Kennedy 1976). His condition has received 




Gautier's painting of the mad 
women at Salpetriere 
Pinel liberating the insane at Salpetriere 
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Van Gogh (self portrait) 
The Madrid Mad House 
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many diagnosis retrospectively, syphilis, 
schizophrenia, plumblsm, etc. 
The political situation in Spain durinrj the 
war of independence from the French was 
chcatic and confusing. The ravages of war 
reached the zenith, and man's cruelty against 
man reached its height. Realistic paintings of 
the horror was depicted on the canvases of 
second and third May of the year 1808 This 
pictures not only depicted the horrors of the war 
and the heroism of common people but also o
f 
the savage rapes, murders and execution 
commited by Napoleon's troops and the famine 
vvhich followed when thousands of people 
starved to death in the streets of Madrid. 
Goya's picture of the Madrid mad house 
reflects condition of the asylum and the patients 
at that time. Goya must have considered them 
as yet another aspect of neglected humanity, 
driven to the asylum, by the corrupt and the cruel 
society. In 1819 he had another attack of mental 
illness when he painted "the black paintings". 
These were dark in colour and even darker in 
its contents. These works convey the depths 
of anguish Goya must have at that time. 
Afterwards he left for France where he died in 
his 82nd year. 
In conclusion, we are able to visualise the 
conditions of the asylums of England and Europe 
from the 17th century to the beginnings of 20th 
century through the handwork of these gifted 
painters The role of asylums in the treatment of 
mentally ill is controversial but we can 
emphatically say that they had an useful place 
in the care of the mentally ill. 
The high risk of mental morbidity in these 
gifted artists and other creative workers is well 
recognised and the gifted layer of the human 
society needs careful monitoring. 
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